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Who really is Sir John (Old Jack sack & sugar) Falstaff ? 


Falstaff as a “fantastic dramatic creation” is either Machiavellian, or Sancho 
Panza? 


A TAVERN SCENE’S “role-play” reveals WS intended, two-sided 
meaning: 

“My Lord, | know the man,” replies the “Prince” [played by Falstaff in a role-reversal w/ Hal 
as King.] 


e as the “king” in the role-reversal, Hal suggests, Then banish him, Hal in the faux ‘king’s’ role declares: lines 
457-499 


“villanous abominable misleader of youth, Falstaff, that old white- 
bearded Satan.” 


e And here is Falstaff’s response playing the Prince in this confounding, role-reversal’s play off of Hal’s ‘King’} 


“But to say / know more harm in him than in myself, were to say more than | 
know. That he is old, the more the pity, his white hairs do witness it; but that he 
is, Saving your reverence, a whoremaster, that | utterly deny. 


If sack and sugar be a fault, God help the wicked! if to be old and 
merry be a sin, then many an old host that I know is damned: if to be fat 
be to be hated, then Pharaoh's lean kine are to be loved. 
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No, my good lord; banish Peto, banish Bardolph, banish Poins: but for sweet 
Jack Falstaff, kind Jack Falstaff, true Jack Falstaff, valiant Jack Falstaff, 
and therefore more valiant, being, as he is, old Jack Falstaff, banish not 
him thy Harry’s company: banish plump Jack, and banish all 
the world. 


Henry IV, Part 1, Act 2, Scene 4 


Shakespeare’s Falstaff is a character for all seasons created in 1597 or before; 
in print in “98. 

Using a five-part structure I will present Falstaff’s significance to you in light 
of: 

A. Authority 


B. Background & back-story (inspiration) 
C. Character’s context arises from Shakespeare’s “text” 


D. Duality, i.e. contrasting meanings; double entente & two sided, parallel 
construction 


E. Enduring qualities 


Sir John Falstaff is ? 


As I will uncover here, Falstaff from his creation to his persistence in our 
literary arts possesses a duality of contradictory characteristics: loathsome yet 
endearing, a liar purveying timeless truths . 


e Walkaway : A capacity to laugh at yourself is a sign of an authentic intellect 


in a healthy person. 
JS 
A, B, C, D, E. 


Authority was Challenged in faith, finance, feudalism, & follies - 
legitimacy under fire! 


Think back to 1550s the era in which William Shakespeare (4-23- 
1564) thrived, having died the same year as M. de Cervantes, 
1616. 


In the Renaissance and this Age of Discovery fantastic facts about a far larger 
world than ever imagined emerged to both fascinate and terrorize the English 
and hence our imaginations. Elizabethan (1558-1603)-Tudor\Stuart UK 


Not all was well; The wages of feudalism, the tumult of the Reformation, and 
the international competition to seize property converged to place legitimacy 
under fire which 

1. Raised doubts 

2. Promoted fears 

3. Undermined the authority that had -for so long- protected civic life. 

4, The Pope in Rome was no longer England's - or for that matter Western 

Europe’s’- sole source of spiritual guidance, renewal, or vigor. 
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The subsequent religiously infused wars, fueled by ambitious families who 
coveting the wealth of the Americas sought to replace sacred authority with 
political power& so destabilized English nobility, undermined royalty, 
eviscerated feudalism, confused clergy, and demoralized the peasantry, urban 
artisans, and an avaricious middle class. 


Wars cost lives, squander treasure, and require ever more revenues to wage. 


Spain dominated a world discovered by the Portuguese to be vast enough to 
fight over to dislodge the Ottoman Empire’s threat to Europe’s security and 
lucrative trade with a Chinese Empire. An empire so huge in size, so vast in 
extent, so suffused with desired commodities, and yet so extremely disdainful 
of Western European freebooters. 


Into this challenging global arena England’s Tudor Queen Elizabeth 1* both 
without an heir and aging confronted a situation in which an old Feudal order of 
assurances, rank, fortune, and faith in the divine right was now being thrust 
aside by a rude struggle over rising bourgeois wealth. 


In the year 1597 when the drama in which Falstaff initially emerges a Spanish 
Armada was captured off Cornwall 


Backstory - is both real & fictitious from 4 plays called Henriad- 
history steeped in struggle. 
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In creating three plays about Henry 4", and Henry 5" his son & heir, WS inspiration for 
Falstaff arises from the actual lives of two real people from two centuries earlier: 


1}. The Catholic martyr, [ Sir John Fastolf KG (6 November 1380 - 5 November 1459) was a late medieval English 
landowner & knight who fought in the Hundred Years' War & for over 79 years for Kings H4,H5, & H6. ] 
Or 


2} The Protestant hero [Reformation was 151 7] -- Protestant heroism of the real historical figure 
the English Lollard martyr Sir John Oldcastle, brutally put to death in 1417, at 39 years old. 


Character: Falstaff’s personality is revealed in the context of four 
plays: 3 histories & 1 comedy 


We will now see in these plays where to find his enduring qualities that have 
so endeared Falstaff to so many, for so long because he reveals how people 
cope with absurdly challenging events. 

e Shakespeare had created an indomitable character in whom our imaginations 
have come home to rest, respect, and resuscitate as needed to fit the folly of 
our times. 


By Character is personality, or role, one of the “dramatis personae” who 
becomes -- a repeating, larger than life fiction reflecting our conceits, our 
prejudices, and our faults with comic relief. 
“sweet Jack Falstaff, 

kind Jack Falstaff, 

true Jack Falstaff, 

valiant Jack Falstaff, therefore more valiant, being, as he is, old Jack Falstaff, 


e >counter> HE “lards the lean earth as he walks along.” Says Hal, as Prince 
Henry. 
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COMPARISONS MAKE Falstaff more memorable because of a universality in his composure: 


sweet kind true valiant consider the four elements of classical thought: 
air water Earth fire 


Double meanings are employed to delight & inform: “sack” 
means both a dry sherry & to pillage 


“so that skill with a weapon is nothing without sack!” JF 

e As a coin has two sides, so it is that price and cost are never quite the 
same: 

o As in the price of liberty is the cost of responsibility 
o “Honor is nothing more than a gravestone.” JF 

e Shakespeare is a master of expressing duality in terms of dual meanings, 
role-reversals, plays within a play, & confronting tragic conditions with 
comic relief : So I ask you Is Falstaff a Knight or Knave? 

e “A rich ambivalence” is, after all one critic notes, Shakespeare’s style 

o Falstaff denies his armed men sufficient weaponry - so 150 die in the 
battle or Shrewsbury 

o Boasting he admits: “If | be not ashamed of my soldiers, | am a soused 
(fish) gurnet!” 

e Human natures are contradictory; we desire incompatible things in pursuit 
of incompatible ends, often at the same time; & we sometimes secretly 
love what we disapprove of or hate. 

e Humor is used here as the juxtaposition -paradoxically revealing- how the 
anticipated is comically confronted with the surprisingly unexpected. 


e “To be merry you must never married be” he says in Merry Wives of 
Windsor, yet he seeks to woo two women simultaneously for their estates 
in which he hopefully, seeks to retire. 


Enduring quality of the creation--(Falstaff will do anything for money 
except work for it). 

1. Falstaff appeals to us because he holds up a distorting mirror to our 
weaknesses, in being ridiculed he makes us laugh at our hubris, our 
prevarications, and our conceits. 

2. Falstaff’s dream is that of so many of us: the fantasy of luxurious ease and 
continual pleasure, untroubled by the necessity to work or to do those 
things that we would rather not do. 

3. He is us confounded by how societal norms are flouted by exceptions to 
the rules; artfully aligning the fair to the foul to reveal life’s ludicrous 
interludes. 

Authority of primogeniture, marriage, knighthood, and valour 


are all satirized 


Backstory draws on 200 year old events that brought the 
Tudors out of obscurity to power 


Character as revealed in the four play’s context as a self- 
deprecating, squanderer of wisdom 
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Double meanings are employed to entertain, amuse, reveal, 
and expose social pretenses 


Enduring quality of the creation-“I begin to perceive that I am 
Made an ass.” JF;mww 


Farce is the absurd condition wherein Falstaff abides. 

The necessity of indulging in comic-relief to reveal universal truths is as ancient as 
Aristophanes and as persistent as Moliere's theatrical farces or John Cleese’s 
characterizations where humor enables sufficient clarity for readers, listeners and 
audiences to ludicrously see themselves more honestly.” 


e “the most perfect comic character. . .” Maurice Morgann, 1777 Essay 

e Dr. Johnson called him, “the prince of perpetual gaiety.” 

e From 1609-2023, every generation has witnessed war, misfortune, 
economic panic, and social setbacks that have nourished our need for comic 
relief. Falstaff is a failing schemer. 

e Such humor reveals “any & every age’s” absurd dimensions under which 
humanity persists, despite all odds to the contrary. 

e He mirror’s our distrust of the persistent “call-to-arms,'” the endless appeals 
for patience with perfidy, the prevailing mood of terror in our misplaced hope 
of ever establishing & nourishing justice. 


Conclusively speaking, 


1 “Honor is a mere scutcheon, and so ends my catechism.” MENONA EIM N nOn 
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I propose this afternoon that Falstaff lives because of and indeed as a_ 
testament to our intolerably unfair and ferociously harmful world. 
1, because we cannot admit we persist in a war-torn \ weary situation {refuge in 


humor} &\or 
2, when we do admit our human plight, as witnesses to terror, we comprehend WS\ 


F’s perspectives. 
My take 
1. There is no valor in conditions of indiscriminate slaughter, 
2.There is no truth in a pervasive fabric of intentional lies, so 
3. Take no solace in any countryside of injustice where malefaction 
nourishes frauds & scoundrels. 


With these admonitions in mind, I ask you what conditions propel this 
fantastic dramatic creation into our imaginations from wherein he, as 
yet, has not been banished? 


For his audience Sir John Falstaff displays qualities that are found in 
antiheroes; he is an arch- antihero -centuries ahead of when so many other 
antiheroes populated our literature. 


Caveat: 


But would you want this sort of a fictitious character with such proclivities as your 
leader? 
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e Antiheroes exist to teach us -as Aristotle insisted literature should—what 
situations we ought to avoid in our lives. 


V Old Jack sack & sugar consoles us with the wisdom of the terrified, an all 
too recognizable frailty, and an insistent insolence that we may all share. 


